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VOYAGER II: EVOLVING DIGITAL NEWS AND SPORTS GATHERING

“For a number of years, the ultra-competitive DSNG uplink market has been looking at technologies that can enable the reduction of its major operating cost – satellite bandwidth – while providing source for differentiation, especially as HD newsgathering continues to gain momentum. With Voyager II, Ericsson provides a flexible and re-purposable solution that can easily be adapted to varying requirements and limitations, maximizing its ‘up time’ and hence the return on investment.

“Having pioneered DSNG technology, we are now paving the way for the evolution of this highly competitive market, enabling operators to differentiate their services and continue to drive the consumer experience forward,” – Fabio Murra, Product Manager, Ericsson Solution Area TV

What’s driving the market for next-generation DSNG?

Unlike their colleagues producing studio-based programming, newsgathering crews rarely have the same level of certainty over which type of contribution platform will be on offer when the news breaks, and indeed they may need to feed several platforms simultaneously. By the same token, while a ground-breaking event may not have HD connectivity today, documentary makers are going to want the footage in HD for tomorrow. 

In essence we need to re-think newsgathering system design in a way that gives operators much more flexibility, both in terms of presentation and delivery. There’s also the all-important issue of operational costs. As news services across the globe play an increasingly important role in the daily viewing habits of TV consumers, and round the clock dedicated news channels offer more live HD coverage from the scene, bandwidth fees are taking an ever-larger bite out of the budget.
What barriers need to be broken down?

For a number of years, the ultra-competitive DSNG uplink market has been looking at technologies that could address all of these issues, while endeavouring to wring the last drop of quality from every ounce of bandwidth. 

The transition from DVB-S modulation to DVB-S2 is a no-brainer, this mathematically obvious and application-agnostic broadcasting system offers substantial reductions in bandwidth for a given level of picture quality. 

However, the migration from legacy MPEG-2 codecs to MPEG-4 AVC has been somewhat slower so far, due to the lack of interoperability between equipment primarily developed for volume DTH (Direct To Home) applications. It also offers a greater abundance of tools, some of which may appear alien to newsgathering requirements. The capability to encode to 10-bits for example is not usually associated with a conventional news event but is very good for sports, which immediately increases the versatility of any newsgathering system built around it. 

A lot of news organisations have a closed network through which their vans and uplinks feed into multiple receive sites, so changing codecs across the board is not a trivial matter. The transition to the more efficient MPEG-4 AVC standard is nonetheless inexorable, with each major sporting event (such as a World Cup or Olympics) triggering a further round of upgrades. 
What about preparing for future trends? 

Not unreasonably, anybody contemplating a new system wants to know how long it will remain fit for purpose, and with all the variables in play this is especially pertinent to DSNG systems. After all, as well as all the various contribution platforms the kit is likely to encounter – from satellite, fibre and microwave to broadband or even a cellular network – we have the prospect of 3DTV growing in the future and quite possibly one day encompassing news.  

As any broadcaster knows, it’s impossible to predict the future with any degree of certainty, so designing a system that is not only modular in structure but capable of having its boards hot-swapped in the field is absolutely essential. 
What does Ericsson’s Voyager II provide?

Ericsson’s fifth generation multi-format integrated DSNG, which is to be unveiled at this year’s NAB, is the first to unleash the power of MPEG-4 AVC 4:2:2 encoding with 10-bit precision at up to 1080p50/60 resolutions. 

The new Voyager II features an integrated satellite modulator offering high order DVB-S and DVB-S2 modulation on both IF and L-Band outputs. But ultimately it goes beyond conventional definitions of DSNG, as it nimbly embraces other contribution platforms in the quest to simply give crews the best possible tool for the job. 

For instance the proliferation of fibre networks often provides a viable alternative to satellite, so we’ve made sure that Voyager II can implement other algorithms such as JPEG2000 and AVC-Intra. While these codecs are less bandwidth efficient, they provide lower latencies and compatibility with many studio file-based workflows. MPEG-4 AVC and legacy MPEG-2 codecs can also be used concurrently.

To establish a reliable newsgathering link at reduced bandwidth and lower cost, the 1RU unit offers the option of IP-based satellite communications, along with both broadband internet and cellular network links – which for locations with limited connectivity may be the only options. A number of vendors offer equipment to multiplex six or eight 3G channels from different carriers to increase resilience or bandwidth. 
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